Instructions on Conducting the Simulation
Students are presented with a scenario and an interactive simulation as a basis to discuss a nonprofit organization's struggle to compete with for-profit organizations to attract and retain a talented workforce. Specifically, this case focuses on employees' desire for flexible work arrangements and the employer's resistance to change in the way she manages her human resources. The case is designed for maximum participation in classes which vary in size and profile. The case is interactive and experiential and should create opportunities to engage students.
Students are introduced to the challenge through a vignette that describes the organization and the dilemma surrounding flexible work arrangements. A group of students will serve as members of the board's personnel committee to make recommendations to resolve this issue. The personnel committee will present its recommendation to the board for their consideration and decision. Following the simulation, students will participate in a debrief discussion guided by case questions. There are a variety of ways to address these questions -student presentations, small group discussions, takehome assignments, etc. Sample answers (common responses that an instructor might expect to hear during the debriefing) follow each question, but because several questions are based on individual judgment and experience, there are other correct answers as well.
Students are provided the following:
a. The scenario outlining the HR issue and actions preceding the simulation. b. Roles for all key simulation participants including the executive director, board chair, personnel committee members, board of directors and consultants. c. Pre-simulation assignment including a roster of suggested readings. d. Background on nonprofit boards (PowerPoint handout). e. The simulation. f. Debrief questions.
To make this the best possible learning experience, students should research the topic. Their successful participation depends on reading some of the resources provided on the suggested reading list. Because many of the sources are books or articles, students should be given a few days to prepare. ScenariO READ, Inc. (Reading to Enhance Adult Development) is a small (annual operating budget is approximately $800,000) nonprofit organization whose mission is to teach adults to read and to help them manage the challenges associated with illiteracy. The organization provides literacy education and community enhancement programs throughout the Greater Lehigh Valley, Penn. area, a two-county, three-city region with more than 400,000 residents. READ, Inc. employs nine full-time staff and manages more than fifty volunteer tutors and trainers. Employees create and coordinate a variety of literacy programs and services for illiterate adults. Most of the programs are conducted by the full-time staff; volunteers serve as tutors.
READ, Inc. is governed by a volunteer board of directors, all of whom support the organization's mission and goals. Liza Daniels, a retired public school English teacher, is the organization's executive director (ED). Daniels has been with READ, Inc. for fifteen years, first as its program director for four years and its ED for the past nine years. Robbie LeBerta, a recent graduate with a master's degree in social work administration, has been the program director for the past eighteen months.
Daniels is responsible for the overall management of the organization and works directly with the board to ensure the mission is advanced and the organization's goals are achieved. While LeBerta is involved with the creation, planning, and evaluation of programs, he is primarily responsible for daily program activities and operations. b. The committee chair asks the consultants for input on addressing the ED's resistance to change; the program director's run around the ED to a board member; and ways for the board to create an organizational environment that is responsive to staff needs wherever possible. b. Board chair reminds board members of the meeting's purpose and provides an overview of the issues.
c. Board chair asks the personnel committee chair for her report and recommendations.
d. The board discusses the report and recommendations. If the ED does not contribute her comments on her own, the chair specifically asks for her thoughts and perspective on the report and recommendations.
e. The board votes on the recommendations (as a whole or on each recommendation separately).
DeBrieF QUeSTiOnS
1. Why is this case important? Do you think it highlights problems organizations may face and why?
1) The case is important because it highlights issues that are relevant in today's world. Managing a career as well as family is challenging enough when two parents are involved but even more so in single-parent families (which are fairly common).
2) Flexibility is a more viable option today largely due to technology. The Internet, e-mail and virtual private networks, for example, enable employees to be productive in locations other than their worksites.
3) Resistance to change is a constant; some people are more or less resistant, depending on their perception of how the proposed change will affect them.
4) "Pitching" proposals or promoting change is an art that requires practice and diplomacy. At times, the need for change becomes so personalized (and therefore, important) that protocol and following the proper chain of command can get lost or forgotten.
5) Sustaining a work environment where employees feel that employers are responsive to employees' needs is more critical than ever because of all the changes and challenges employees face in their lives (e.g., childcare, eldercare). This does not mean everyone gets what they want all the time, just that employers show they truly care and are committed to helping meet employees' needs.
Why do you believe the ED immediately rejected the program director's idea?
1) It is likely that the ED related the proposal to her personal experience. As a school teacher with a husband who also worked, she had both the financial and human (in terms of support and assistance) resources to manage career and family. When we are first presented with possible change, we assess its merits based primarily on our own experiences and the values they have shaped. To the ED, LeBerta's proposal may have seemed like a "cop-out" or an unwillingness to work hard to do what he needs to do as an employee and a father.
3. What should the ED have done when first approached by the program director about an FWA program?
1) The ED should have recognized that she and her organization are operating in a very different society and culture than when she taught or even when she first arrived at READ, Inc. With this acknowledgement, she should have been able to separate herself (and her own experiences) from the program director's proposal and been more open to hearing his needs and rationale for the request.
2) Since the ED is not knowledgeable about FWA programs, she was really not in a position to have made an informed (i.e., effective) decision about the proposal's merits. She should have asked the program director to provide her with data and information that would have addressed her concerns. What are FWAs? How do they work? How do they affect an organization's productivity? What are the challenges and benefits of implementing FWAs?
The Case for Flexibility
4. Do you feel the program director was right in going to his friend on the board? 1) We need to acknowledge the program director's frustration about how the ED handled this situation. He must have felt a lack of understanding and empathy by the way she dismissed his proposal. When our workplace is insensitive to our needs, we may choose approaches or take actions that are inappropriate, ineffective, unprofessional or all three.
2) The program director's actions in this case were at least inappropriate and unprofessional. We might question how effective his actions were; after all, he did get his proposal to the board, who gave it a fair hearing. But at what cost? The affect on his working relationship with the ED may not be irreparable but it will most certainly be strained. Plus, what type of example did LeBerta set for the rest of the staff? Did his actions give employees carte blanche that anytime an employee disagrees with the ED, to find a sympathetic board member to bring the issue to the board's attention? His actions may have created a dangerous precedent.
5. What could the program director have done to pursue his idea without breaking the chain of command?
1) A more appropriate, professional and effective approach would have been for the program director to be more prepared in making his "pitch" to the ED. Before meeting with her, he should have provided her with data and information that would have defined an FWA program; how it works; how it can affect an organization's productivity; and the challenges and benefits of implementing an FWA program.
2) If after presenting this information, the ED still rejected his proposal, he could have asked for her rationale in making her decision. Then, he could have taken the objections she raised and tried to address them and allay her concerns. He could have done this through more research, which may have included inviting an organization (similar in size to READ, Inc.) with an FWA program to share their experiences with the ED and the personnel committee of the board. If she still objected to bringing the personnel committee in on the discussion, LeBerta could have continued with this approach.
3) Finally, if the ED did not change her position about the proposal, LeBerta could have asked Daniels make the issue an agenda item for a future board meeting -one that if she did not want to present, he would be happy to present for their consideration.
4) If none of these approaches changed the ED's position, it may be because an FWA program is truly unworkable at READ, Inc. or the ED is simply resistant to this type of change. In the latter case, LeBerta has three choices:
• Resign his position, explaining that he perceives the working environment at READ, Inc. to be insensitive to work/family balance issues.
• Accept her decision and continue to work as best he can, asking for flexibility for each instance that may arise (e.g., leaving early to attend his daughter's play at school).
• Write a letter to the board chair explaining his proposal and documenting the process he pursued with the ED. This is a very risky option which could have political costs. This option is recommended only if LeBerta is adamant that there are more benefits than costs to the organization if it implemented an FWA program.
6. What could other organizations learn from understanding the issues READ, Inc. experienced? 1) In general, resistance to change is a personal response that can have significant organizational costs. It is critical for employers to understand why their employees might be resisting a proposed change. The more the employer communicates with its employees about resistance to change, the more likely the resistance will be minimized.
2) Dismissing employees' needs without fully understanding and being responsive to them has costs in terms of productivity, morale, and wasted energy and time. 3) Generally speaking, circumventing protocol, chain of command and one's supervisor can have negative consequences for the individual employee and the organization. The exception, of course, is if the supervisor is engaged in illegal or unethical behavior. 4) Presenting a proposal requires research, planning and thought. Just because an issue is important or relevant to you does not mean it has the same importance or relevance to others. The nature and patterns of responsibilities and competing forces (work and family) make flexibility important in managing today's organizations and human resources. Flexibility needs to come from both sides, however, not just from the employer. Employees must be willing to make concessions. Whether a formal FWA program is feasible depends upon the individual organization. Only the employer knows what will or won't work for its employees. Employers should consider how and if an FWA program might enhance employee productivity and morale.
9. From your experience with this case, how do nonprofit organizations differ from the for-profit organizations you have studied? Nonprofits:
1) Do not earn profit that is distributed to shareholders or stockholders. Any "profit" generated from fundraising or fee-forservices are reinvested into the organization to help it sustain and grow. 2) Typically do not have large staffs or large budgets. 3) Rely on a board composed of volunteers to govern the organization. These boards create vision, determine direction, and provide ultimate accountability and control. 4) Like their for-profit counterparts, rely on a chief executive -often called an executive director, CEO or president -to manage the organization's programs, services, budget and people. 5) Provide important services and programs (without charge or at reasonable fees) that otherwise might not be provided and often improve the quality of life for individuals and groups in the community. 6) Deal with the same types of human resource matters -resistance to change, issues with chain of command, need for flexibility -that for-profit businesses face. The difference is usually that nonprofits have fewer financial, material and human resources with which to address them.
10. How can employers help their employees accept and embrace change? 1) Establish an organizational culture in which change is perceived as a constant, necessary and productive part of organizational life. 2) Understand that there will be resistance to change depending on the effect of the change and the individual personality approaches to change. Causes for resistance vary widely and may include fear, apathy or a lack of recognition that the change is needed. Respect and be responsive to resistance, and customize how change is introduced and implemented. 3) Whenever feasible and appropriate, give employees (particularly those most affected by the change) opportunities to participate in the development and implementation of the change. 4) When a change must be imposed (and cannot be developed by the affected employees), give employees information to become educated about the change and time to prepare for the change. Wherever possible, avoid the "effective immediately" approach to change. 5) Throughout the process -from announcement to evaluation -encourage and support dialogue between and among employees affected by the change, as well as other employees in the organization.
11. Do you believe you are resistant to change? Why or why not? Give some examples. 1) Everyone experiences some resistance to change, but the degree of resistance varies. There seems to be a direct correlation between "the affect of change on me" and "my level of resistance to the change." In other words, the more a change negatively affects a person, the more resistant that person is likely to be. The converse is true: The less a change negatively affects a person, the less resistant that person is likely to be. For example: I work on an assembly line for an auto manufacturer and we are informed that from now on, we are required to wear safety goggles. I already wear eyeglasses but am told I still have to wear the goggles over my glasses. I am likely to be more resistant to this change than the plant foreman who does not wear eyeglasses and spends half her time in the office, where goggles are not required.
The Case for Flexibility Scenario READ, Inc. (Reading to Enhance Adult Development) is a small (annual operating budget is approximately $800,000) nonprofit organization whose mission is to teach adults to read and to help them manage the challenges associated with illiteracy. The organization provides literacy education and community enhancement programs throughout the Greater Lehigh Valley, Penn. area, a two-county, three-city region with more than 400,000 residents. READ, Inc. employs nine full-time staff and manages more than fifty volunteer tutors and trainers. Employees create and coordinate a variety of literacy programs and services for illiterate adults. Most of the programs are conducted by the full-time staff; volunteers serve as tutors.
Daniels is responsible for the overall management of the organization and works directly with the board to ensure the mission is advanced and the organization's goals are achieved. While LeBerta is involved with the creation, planning, and evaluation of programs, he is primarily responsible for daily program activities and operations. (For more background on the roles and responsibilities of these positions, refer to the PowerPoint handout, "Background on NFP Boards: A Primer".)
During a weekly staff meeting, LeBerta requests that READ, Inc. adopt a flexible work arrangement (FWA) program for full-time staff. LeBerta explains that as a single parent of a daughter in elementary school, it is often difficult to ensure her transportation from school, let alone participate in school activities (parent-teacher conferences, after-school activities). A more flexible schedule -such as working from 7:00am to 3:30pm with a half-hour lunch -would allow him to meet his parental obligations without neglecting his work.
Daniels expresses apprehension about implementing an FWA program because she is concerned about productivity losses. She feels that FWAs and this type of flexibility in a small organization such as READ, Inc. will lead to poor or less service to customers and more disruptions to operations. After all, she and her husband were able to raise their children and participate in many of their school activities. Daniels tells LeBerta she understands his dilemma but rejects his proposal without any deliberation.
Frustrated with the ED's lack of openness to consider the FWA proposal, LeBerta speaks with a board member who happens to be a personal friend. LeBerta does not launch a personal attack on Daniels, with whom he has enjoyed a mostly positive working relationship; he merely says that he thought her handling of the issue was unfair and that she was not sensitive or understanding of his reasons for the request.
At the next board meeting, before the meeting's agenda items can be addressed, the board member raises the issue of an FWA program for staff. He does not mention any names but says that given the variety of family/work balance challenges everyone experiences, he thinks it is an option READ, Inc. should seriously consider. The board chair and the ED exchange glances; it is obvious that neither knew this would be raised during the meeting. In fact, the board chair knows nothing of the program director's request to implement an FWA program at READ, Inc.
The chair thanks the board member for his comments. He explains that without more information and research, it is not possible to take any action on this issue. The chair asks Anna Bucconi, chair of the board's personnel committee, to take this issue to her committee and return to the next board meeting with a report and recommendation for the board to consider.
Following the board meeting, Bucconi gathers her committee members to plan their task to address an FWA program. She shares her idea on how to approach the matter. First, she wants the committee to meet with the ED for her perspective on why FWAs might be problematic. Secondly, she wants committee members and the ED to research the issue. Finally, she would like the committee to meet and deliberate on what they learned, and prepare their report and recommendation to the board by the next meeting (one month from now). Committee members and the ED agree that this is a reasonable approach.
A few days later, the committee meets with Daniels to discuss her concerns about implementing an FWA program. Daniels repeats what she said to LeBerta -that her concerns are primarily related to productivity loss in terms of service to customers and disruptions to operations that could occur as a result of the new flexibility.
